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			Chapter One

			‘Move yourself, Marilyn, we’re late this morning,’ said Decimus Radout, giving the object of his address a friendly nudge on the bottom.

			Marilyn shot an archly appreciative glance backward, before tripping lightly through the opened front door, down the two steps and into the small and scruffy front garden of 16 Arcady Road in North Oxford. After a brief and customary enquiry into alternative spots, more a gesture to enduring instinct than to demonstrate any serious intent to change the habit of a lifetime, she then settled beside a long-suffering but surprisingly resilient rhododendron bush, sighed, and piddled all over the root.

			Dr Radout stayed framed in the doorway, but now averted his gaze from the indelicately placed Norwich terrier — in response to her reproachful stare.

			A good deal of the doctor’s slight, five foot eight inches was shrouded in a sombre, ancient Jaeger dressing gown, tied about the waist by a shredding cord that had once had tassles. High summer was an unsuitable time of year for so warm a garment, except it did for all seasons and more than satisfied the proprieties. The touch of cotton primrose pyjama showing at the neck and below — crinkled above one ankle but not evident at all above the other — was more appropriate to the season, as well as the wearer’s disposition and present air of light contentment.

			It is the end of June — the time when Oxford takes a short breather, when students and their instructors are for the most part pleased to quit the place and each other, when the colleges empty before the summer schools begin, when the university dourly contemplates and the city hopefully estimates the size of the tourist hordes shortly to descend upon both. But for now the bicycles have departed, while the motor coaches have scarcely arrived in strength. Blackwell’s and the other Broad Street bookshops have already increased the displays of guide books. The Commemoration Ball tents have been put away. The sound of pop music, live and recorded, will pierce the night air now with less frequency, and in less strident competition than during the recent term-end.

			But the sun stays high at noonday, and the evenings remain balmy. It seldom rains — more often of course than it did fifty years ago when the summers were hotter and drier, as those old enough to remember are always eager to attest. Even so, the walks in the college groves, through the meadows, along the river banks, across the parks, are decked in green, and full of blooms and rich with scents, and the drones of bees and the songs of birds — an idyllic prospect with people hardly intruding at all to spoil things: well, other people, that is.

			The peace that has descended has nowhere landed more softly than in Arcady Road. It is one of the succession of quiet, short, crossing avenues which, like ascending treads to a ladder, link the Banbury and the Woodstock Roads on their nearly parallel northern progresses, from their beginnings at wide St Giles above the city centre. Shaded Arcady is solid late Victorian, all red brick, dressed stone, and low street walls with copings un-skimped if sometimes a bit loose in places. It is also overgrown with mature ash and limes whose exposed roots make giant intaglio designs with irrupted paving stones under humpily parked motor-cars.

			Number 16 had been the home of Decimus Radout (Doctor of Fine Art, not Medicine) for longer than the recollections of any of his neighbours. When the Radout children had been growing up, the family had occupied the whole house. Decimus and his wife had later had the place converted into three flats, keeping the lower one for themselves. Now seventy-six years old, a widower for the last five, the doctor had stayed on here out of choice after retiring from his Fellowship of All Saints College. He still had his writing, still needed the museums and the libraries for his research and he still loved Oxford more than any other place on earth. Nowadays, he loved it even more during this summer time of quietude when half the residents of Arcady Road were away.

			It was not that the doctor courted solitude — only that he enjoyed change in human contact, and the next two days were to provide plenty of that. Tonight there was the Moneybuckle Dinner, followed tomorrow afternoon by the meeting of the Moneybuckle governors. Although he had been divested of all other official college and university appointments, Dr Radout was still the college’s nominated Moneybuckle governor, from which there was no retirement age. Although being one of the eight governors was an unpaid appointment, and one requiring little involvement, it was still a formal function that he cherished, and not because it was the only one he had left.

			Marilyn made a token effort at covering her traces with a brisk scrape of her back paws at the bare, baked earth, then tripped importantly up the steps and into the hall, glancing up at her master through eyes coyly fringed with the fairest of hairs — a beguiling feature of her breed.

			‘Good girl.’ He was closing the street door, then stiffened as he caught sight of the crouched figure moving suddenly and quickly from behind a tree in the street.

			Head well down, the man rushed the open double gateway to Number 16, tripped on the central iron gate-stop, staggered toward the door, and righted himself in time to take the steps and push past the doctor into the outer hall.

			‘Don’t think anyone saw me, Doctor.’ The tone was deep and Oxfordshire-accented.

			‘At seven-fifteen one wouldn’t expect. Does it matter? Good morning, Mr Cormit.’

			If it had been a fellow academic, junior to the speaker — and almost everyone was nowadays — the appendage of ‘Mr’ would have been omitted. Since it was Ernest Cormit, retired staff sergeant in the regular Royal Air Force and sensitive about his social standing, Radout eschewed what the other might regard as a demeaning mode of address.

			‘G’morning, Doctor. Didn’t want you coming to the shop, see? In case.’ He tapped at the large envelope in his hand, and nodded like a conspirator. ‘In case of being overheard,’ he shouted, debiting the doctor’s earlier blank look to deafness, not incomprehension — something Cormit did regularly. This usually irritated Radout. He was quite deaf, without being that deaf.

			Cormit kept a second-hand bookshop in a terraced house in Walton Street. He was in his mid-fifties, divorced, and lived above the shop — nominally alone, but the neighbours would have reported differently. Of medium height, with a sallow complexion, sharp features, and dark pomaded hair, he was wearing a brown seersucker suit, an RAF tie — and a handle-bar moustache meant to indicate that he had been an aviator, not a groundling member of the supply branch.

			‘Marilyn takes in more than you’d guess, but she’s very circumspect,’ said Radout gravely, a twinkle in the lowered grey eyes. He shut the door, absently running one hand across his temple and above it, through the unparted shock of soft white hair.

			At the sound of her name, Marilyn wiggled her rear-end impatiently: breakfast was now overdue.

			Cormit gave a half-smile to the rejoinder about the animal, in case the old boy meant it: you couldn’t always tell with the professor sort, not at that age. ‘I was careful because we don’t want the collectors queueing up, do we, Doctor?’ he offered, still too loudly. ‘I sometimes think you do my reputation too much honour, Mr Cormit. And possibly even your own,’ the other added dryly. ‘First edition, is it?’ He eyed the brown envelope speculatively. He was a distinguished art historian, but his late collecting passion was for rare books — still a much cheaper indulgence than investing in pictures.

			‘It’s not a book, Doctor.’

			Radout’s face evinced a lowered expectancy. ‘Why don’t you join me for a cup of coffee?’ He led the way through the open doorway to the lower flat, closed it behind them, then followed Marilyn down the passage and the stairs to the kitchen in the half-basement.

			‘It’s your opinion I’m after, Doctor,’ Cormit continued when they were both seated at the table with mugs of coffee, while Marilyn scoffed cereal in milk from a bowl in the corner. ‘Your opinion on some pictures. Whether I should let them go for what I’ve been offered.’ He gave an embarrassed cough. ‘I’d expect to pay, of course. To pay,’ he repeated loudly, with accentuated lip movement.

			‘No need to shout, I’m not deaf.’ Radout paused, then shrugged. ‘Well let’s see what you’ve got.’ The tone was noncommittal.

			He rarely authenticated works of art for commercial purposes. For someone of his standing to attribute a picture to a noted artist could multiply its value a thousand times or more. For a museum curator he was usually prepared to offer an objective opinion without reward, but he generally avoided providing attributions for dealers. Doing so for a fee put a price on his reputation; doing so for no fee did the same in a negative sense.

			The doctor took a pair of gold-rimmed half-spectacles from a case he had fished from his dressing-gown pocket. He doubted that whatever Cormit had come upon was likely to make or break reputations. Second-hand book dealers were not a normal source of lost old masters: this one was not even a very respected member of that trade, though one Radout had charitably tried to help in the past.

			Cormit had withdrawn three small folders from the envelope, opened each in turn and placed it on the table before his host.

			There were two sketches in pencil and one in oils. The pencil items were the same size — about four-and-a-half by seven inches, the viewer judged. The paper they were on was yellowed. The oil sketch was on card and an inch or so larger all round than the others. It was also mounted — narrowly on thick paper. It depicted the same easily identifiable subject as one of the pencil drawings — a bridge with a tower beyond. But for fear anyone should be in doubt, the artist, or someone, had scribbled ‘Oxford Bridge, June 10. 1821’ in the top left-hand corner of the pencilled version. On the second pencil drawing — of a different and wider landscape — in the same corner, the same hand had inscribed ‘Christ Church, Oxford, June 9. 1821’.

			Radout’s eyebrows had lifted slightly at first sight of the exhibits, but he made no comment, only grunted from time to time while he slowly examined all three. Then he turned them over to look at the backs.

			‘There’s handwriting on the back of all of them,’ Cormit put in, nervously breaking the silence. His mouth gave an involuntary twitch.

			‘Yes, I see that,’ replied Radout, studying the reverse of the oil sketch. The mount had in turn been pasted over with a sheet of light-grey paper. ‘This study of Oxford Bridge — it’s Magdalen Bridge of course — it has, “To David Lucas. Believe this better. Compare”, followed by what looks like . . .’ He stopped, squinting at the faded surface and moving it to catch a different aspect of the light.

			“October 20. 1830,” blurted Cormit, clearly unable to contain himself. ‘The pencil drawing of the bridge says, “Sent to David Lucas, August 5. 1830.” That’s nearly three months before.’

			Radout looked up at the speaker impassively to indicate he found that deduction less than astonishing, then returned his gaze to the picture.

			‘The writing’s a bit faded,’ Cormit offered, massaging his hands anxiously.

			‘Hmm. As you’d expect.’ Radout paused, then picked up the other pencil drawing. ‘This is a long view of Christ Church Cathedral across the Meadows. Much more characteristic,’ he added, almost to himself. Then he held it up to the light, as he had with the other, looking for a watermark in the paper.

			‘How d’you mean, Doctor?’

			‘He didn’t much care for drawing buildings in close-up,’ the other replied absently.

			‘Who didn’t, Doctor?’

			There being no immediate response to this eager question, Cormit then volunteered. ‘On the back of the Christ Church drawing it says—’

			‘ “Walked here early with John Fisher,” ’ Radout provided. ‘Very early. Yes.’ Now he spread the three sketches in front of him, facing upwards. ‘They’re very beautiful, Mr Cormit.’ He smiled.

			‘But are they by . . . by John Constable? The dates fit.’

			‘By John Constable, you say?’ The doctor affected half surprise. ‘Wasn’t that who you meant? Just now?’

			‘Perhaps. I forget. You know Constable’s currently considered the most seminal English landscape painter of all?’ The comment was almost reproachful. ‘Fashion could change that, of course.’ He punctuated with a short grunt. ‘Well now, one is tempted to ask, does it matter if they’re by Constable? Will they give us more aesthetic pleasure if they are, d’you suppose?’ He was amused at the growing look of consternation on his visitor’s face. ‘But of course it matters to you, my dear Mr Cormit. If you own these beautiful studies. So. I should say I think they could be by Constable. Obviously we’re intended to think they are. There again . . .’ Now he was staring at the oil sketch, shaking his head.

			‘Constable was in Oxford in June eighteen twenty-one,’ Cormit broke in. ‘After he’d done a tour of the Berkshire archdeaconary. With his friend Archdeacon Fisher. John Fisher. It was Constable’s only visit here. Ever,’ he said, almost in one breath.

			‘Obviously you’ve read it up more recently than I have. In Leslie’s Life of Constable, perhaps?’ The doctor frowned. ‘As I recall, the only known artistic product of the visit is a pencilled sketch of University College.’

			‘That’s right, Doctor. That’s in London. In the British Museum. I’ve been to see it. It’s dated on the front as well. June

			9. 1821. The day he did the drawing in Christ Church Meadows. The day before the other two.’

			‘The day before the pencil drawing of Magdalen Bridge was done, certainly,’ Radout corrected. ‘The oil sketch of the bridge may have been painted on a different day. A succeeding day probably. Say June the eleventh? Assuming it was done from life.’ At the end, he seemed to be debating with himself.

			‘I don’t understand,’ said Cormit warily. Nor did he understand: there had been no advance briefing on the point.

			‘As I recall, there’s nothing in his letters to show he stayed on in Oxford after June the ninth?’

			‘That’s right, Doctor. And nothing to show he didn’t either.’ He changed to a questioning expression. ‘Why couldn’t he have done the oil of the bridge on the tenth? The same day as the pencil drawing?’

			Radout was comparing the two treatments of the same subject as he replied, ‘Because of his utter artistic integrity, Mr Cormit. His commitment to reflect the perfections of nature. The effects of natural light as he saw them, when he saw them.’

			‘So they couldn’t have been done the same day?’

			‘Unlikely. Because they were quite evidently not done at quite the same time of day. The oil was made at early light, but in the way of things he would have done the pencil sketch first, then the oil, because he’d warmed to the subject. More coffee?’

			‘No thanks, Doctor. There’s plenty of references in his letters to an Oxford Sketchbook. It was a small book. And the cover had a drawing on it. Of Oxford Bridge. It was lent to the Archdeacon later, then returned, but there’s nothing about it after that.’

			‘Because it’s most likely to have been broken up?’

			‘There’ve been no separate sketches either, Doctor. Not till now. Not that anyone knows about. Except the one at the British Museum, and that’s probably from a different book. It’s bigger than these.’

			‘Because Constable called it his Oxford Sketchbook doesn’t mean it had nothing but sketches of Oxford in it. Except, I suppose, it suggests there’d be more than one.’ Radout poured himself more coffee from the electric percolator on the table. ‘If one knew how long he was here, one would have some guide to the extent of the work.’

			‘But there are still the references to one sketch of Oxford Bridge, Doctor. And I’ve got two. I’ve only got to prove they were done by Constable.’

			‘The painting will be easier to authenticate than the drawings. Certainly in terms of date,’ Radout offered carefully. ‘It would have been easier still if it had been painted on canvas. Paper is the very Devil to date.’ He frowned. ‘Do you want to tell me how you came by these sketches?’

			‘A house clearance, Doctor. Semi-detached cottage off Iffley Road. After a death. I nearly didn’t bother. Except the bloke who got the clearance job from the estate agent, he usually offers me first choice of any books. He said there was a few good-looking old volumes. More than you’d expect from a hard-up spinster. Ninety-two she was. So I went and had a look. Took away a case of books. Paid cash. On the spot. The sketches were in the back of the family Bible. Tucked in, like. I always take a family Bible where offered. This time it paid off.’

			‘You believe you have true ownership of the sketches?’

			The other’s eyes narrowed. ‘No doubt of that, Doctor. I know the law.’ But he had hesitated before replying.

			‘Mm. And the dead spinster was?’

			‘Selina Mary Smith. Used to be a primary school teacher. Her father was George Wesley Smith. Groom in private service. Born eighteen thirty-eight. In Northampton. Died in London. He married twice. Both times to Northampton girls. They were in domestic service as well. With the same family.’

			‘You got all this from birth and marriage certificates?’

			‘More from death certificates.’ Cormit corrected with exaggerated solemnity.

			‘Of course. So you’ve been busy researching?’

			‘In a way, Doctor. Really, the best stuff came from that family Bible. From the family history they kept in it. The Bible’s over a hundred and fifty years old. There’s a blank section between the Old and New Testaments. For filling in by hand. For family events like. You can see from that the Smiths worked for the Lucas family for generations.’

			‘The Lucases also came from Northampton.’ It was a statement not a question.

			‘You’d know that of course, Doctor.’ The speaker beamed. ‘They were farming people. But they didn’t stay in Northampton or farming.’

			‘Some of them did, Doctor. Not David Lucas. The one whose name’s on the back of those sketches. He went to London. To Chelsea. He was an engraver. Constable’s engraver.’

			‘But I’m afraid that would have been earlier than George Wesley Smith could possibly have gone to London. I’d guess the David Lucas who worked with Constable first went to London soon after eighteen-twenty.’

			‘It was George Wesley Smith’s uncle who went with Lucas. That’s what I’ve worked out.’

			‘I see. But you believe other Smiths followed?’

			‘Like I say, they went on serving the Lucas family in London and the country.’

			‘Hm. If you can prove a link that way between your Selina Smith and John Constable, it could possibly help with the provenance of the sketches. Tenuous but, yes, possible.’

			‘That’s what I hoped you’d say, Doctor. So if you think the sketches are by Constable . . .’

			‘Could be by him,’ Radout corrected sharply, but more impressed and excited by what he had seen than he cared to show. ‘The technique seems very similar to his.’ He looked up over his glasses. ‘It happens Julian Barners will be in Oxford tonight. You know who he is?’

			‘The art expert?’

			Radout nodded. ‘The Constable expert. I shall be dining with him at All Saints. He’s staying at the college.’

			‘That’s to do with the Moneybuckle, Doctor?’

			‘Yes. Barners’ opinion would be better than mine.’ And also more commercial in all senses, he thought, wondering what kind of consultation fee might be involved. ‘I could mention the sketches to him at dinner, if you like?’

			‘Please, Doctor. Could I leave them with you to show him?’ ‘I’d rather you kept them to show him yourself. If he wants to see them. And I certainly don’t want you leaving them here. They could be quite valuable. Well, I’m sure you’re aware of that.’ Radout was putting the sketches back into their folders as he spoke.

			‘A dealer in Bond Street offered me twenty thousand pounds for the three on Tuesday, Doctor.’

			Radout’s eyebrows lifted. ‘He was taking a risk. But, then, so would you be if you’d accepted. You haven’t done so?’

			‘No, Doctor. If they’re genuine, you reckon they’re worth more?’

			‘Good Heavens, yes. If they’re Constables. I’d expect the oil sketch alone to fetch many times that at Sotheby’s or Christie’s.’

			The visitor’s gasp sounded genuine, but Radout found it incongruous that Cormit should not have known the going price of a good quality Constable oil sketch. He made no more of the point then, when perhaps he should have done. At the time he was needing the rest of his breakfast — and Marilyn was indicating her morning walk was overdue.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Arthur Midden turned over his newspaper, glanced at the clock, and belched loudly.

			‘Arthur, really!’ exclaimed Val, his wife, more from habit than surprise. ‘How the time does fly,’ she added, as though underlining the inconsequence of the protest. She went on gathering up the dirty plates from the table.

			The Middens had just finished breakfast in the rear extension of the tall, stuccoed terrace house in St John Street. This was half a mile south of Dr Radout’s, and close to the centre of Oxford. Most of the upstairs accommodation in the house was let in term time to students — by the room, not the floor.

			Val Midden was an Oxford landlady registered by the university, and a well-respected member of that formidable corps. She was a jolly, middle-aged woman, with naturally rosy cheeks, and a comely figure that was only now beginning to run to plumpness.

			Her husband was Senior Common Room butler at nearby All Saints College, on the far side of St Giles. When on duty, his short figure invariably dressed in black jacket and striped trousers, Arthur Midden was over-elaborate in speech, pointedly observant, and properly obsequious to the right people. In many respects, he might have been cast for the butler’s role in a Hollywood film. His round face was pallid and jowled, while his mouth sagged down at the sides — all of which served to cancel out the warmth suggested by the dimples. The few surviving long strands of hair crossing his head accentuated more than disguised the extent of his horse-shoe baldness.

			He was smoothing the hairs when he belched again. ‘Kippers always bugger up my belly,’ he observed: his language was never coarse in college.

			‘Did you see the bit about Selina Smith in the paper?’ Mrs Midden asked as she scraped the fish bones into the bin.

			He turned back to the obituary page. It was the evening paper he was reading, appropriated as usual from the SCR late the night before. The Middens got their papers for nothing — late, and second-hand, but still for nothing. Mrs Midden reckoned this was a false economy: she liked to read her horoscope in advance of the day intended. She didn’t care so much about the news: they got that mostly from the television.

			‘Says she was ninety-three. Ninety-two, I thought,’ said Midden.

			‘Didn’t matter much at that age, did it? Poor old dear. I could never get over the way she hung on in that cottage.’

			Years before, the Middens had lived next door to Selina Smith in South Oxford, beyond Magdalen Bridge. That had been before Arthur Midden had first been employed at All Saints. Val had continued to befriend Selina, taking the bus to see her regularly in the later years. The Middens didn’t keep a car.

			‘Took her to hospital in the end, did you say?’

			Mrs Midden sighed at the question from where she was standing over the sink. ‘Because she was supposed to have pneumonia. Pneumonia in June. I ask you?’ She stacked another rinsed dish to dry in the holder. She could have done with a dishwasher, but her husband failed to see the need, even in term time when she did breakfasts for the students upstairs.

			‘Those cottages were damp. I always said.’

			‘She only lasted the two days in hospital. Not from lack of care, I dare say. Just worn out, she was.’ Mrs Midden’s Oxfordshire rolled ‘r’ gave the phrasing added poignancy. ‘Yes, worn out,’ she repeated.

			‘It says here there are no known living relatives.’

			‘That’s right. Won’t be many people at the funeral, I don’t suppose. It’s on Monday. Well, we’ll see.’ She doubted her husband would see because she doubted he’d be going. ‘She was much loved in her time. But most of her friends are dead. And there aren’t many of her old pupils still living in Oxford. I expect Ernie will go to the funeral,’ she ended pointedly.

			Ernest Cormit, second-hand book dealer, was Mrs Midden’s half-brother, younger than her by three years.

			‘Oh yes,’ Midden commented guardedly, believing his wife was wrong about Cormit’s likely attendance. It would only point to a close connection he knew his brother-in-law would not want advertised.

			‘Nice lot of books he got. Didn’t pay much, I shouldn’t think,’ said Mrs Midden.

			‘Fair price, he told me.’

			She gave a sharp sniff at this appraisal. ‘He offered for some of them back in January. Selina said so. She wasn’t interested. I’ll bet he paid a lot less now she’s dead.’

			‘There’s an executor to see fair play. Her minister, Ernie told me. She left everything to that chapel.’

			‘They deserve it, too. The chapel kept her going,’ said Mrs Midden. ‘She didn’t have many callers towards the end, except for the minister and his wife.’

			‘What about you?’

			‘I didn’t go that often. Fair play, Ernie went quite a few times. Good of him, really.’

			‘There’s good in everybody,’ Midden offered sanctimoniously, but without consciously intending to ascribe virtue to Ernest Cormit. ‘It was since the time I told him Selina’s family came from Northampton. He was interested in that,’ mused Mrs Midden who, in turn, was only ready to credit her half-brother with an average score for charitableness — and not in every department either. He had shown little kindness to his ex-wife who’d always sworn he was kinky; then there was the way he treated Megan Rees. ‘Northampton seemed to count a lot with Ernie. Was he ever

			stationed there, d’you remember? In the RAF?’

			‘Don’t think so. Suppose I’d better get moving,’ he added hurriedly, but only to end the topic: he didn’t put down the paper.

			‘Me as well. I told you I’m doing a day at the Moneybuckle?’

			Mrs Midden never passed up an opportunity to earn. ‘Doing a day’ meant a day’s cleaning work. She also quite often ‘did an evening’ in a short-staffed college kitchen, or served at table in a college hall. Most of her extra earnings went into their joint savings.

			‘They’ll be polishing the brass at the Moneybuckle, I dare say,’ said Midden, now getting to his feet. He reached for his black jacket which was hanging on the door. The electronic pager was clipped to the outside of his top pocket. The go-ahead college bursar had recently introduced one-way pagers for a few key staff: Midden had been the only college servant to be given one, so he chose to consider it a badge of office. ‘Reminds me, I’ve got to check first thing on the Moneybuckle governors’ rooms in college.’

			‘That’s not your responsibility, Arthur?’

			‘The Moneybuckle governors think it is. All of them. I’m the one who’ll get the complaints at dinner tonight if anyone’s short on soap. Or a window won’t open. Or an undergraduate’s gone and left something lying about he shouldn’t have. Idle young buggers.’ Midden didn’t care for undergraduates who, so far as he was concerned, were a source of aggravation and no income.

			‘You’d think they’d be given better than students’ rooms. Fellows’ rooms.’

			‘Some will be. There aren’t enough Fellows’ sets empty for all of them. Too early in the vacation. Anyway, all the Moneybuckle governors are Oxford graduates, including the two women.’ He glowered at the last fact before continuing. ‘They mostly don’t mind getting students’ rooms. Brings back memories. All the rooms in New Quad are posh enough in any case. And they don’t have to pay for anything,’ he ended darkly.

			‘Somebody must do.’

			‘The Moneybuckle does.’ He didn’t trouble to add that most of the male governors tipped well — some of them extremely well, which is why he made it his business to figure as their universal provider for the whole time they were in college.

			A minute later Midden’s short legs were hurrying him along sun-bathed St John Street, although he had time in hand before he needed to be at the college. He didn’t turn right into Pusey Street which would have taken him up to St Giles. Instead he carried on across Wellington Square, then turned left at Barclays Bank into Little Clarendon Street. He was on his way to Walton Street for a quick chat with Ernie Cormit: he needed to know the latest.

			‘Valuable items have been destroyed in the fire,’ announced the BBC radio news-reader, with only middling graveness, that being the least unnerving part of the day’s bad tidings. ‘Many of the exhibits were on loan from American and British cultural institutions, including the Morgan Library in New York, the Sir John Soane Museum in London, and the Moneybuckle Endowment in Oxford. Meeting in Zurich today, members of the nuclear disarmament teams from—’

			‘Is that a disaster? For the Moneybuckle?’ asked Clair Witherton, stretching to switch to a music programme. She was lying on the carpeted floor clad only in a figure-hugging, low-necked leotard. When she found some music she returned to her exercises. ‘Not a disaster. Shouldn’t think so. Bound to be insured. Whatever they sent. Probably architects’ drawings,’ replied Steven Bickworthy, then added, ‘Somehow you’d think modern exhibition halls in Peking would be made of concrete not wood.’ He had just come back from showering, and was pulling on his clothes.

			The two were in his centre-landing room in All Saints, on one of the staircases in New Quad.

			All Saints is a small college. Its narrow frontage onto St Giles squeezed between neighbouring St John’s College and the yard of the Lamb and Flag.

			New Quad had nearly doubled the college’s residential accommodation when it had been built — of stone and concrete, with large windows — over part of the college gardens in the mid-sixties. The style was modern but not uncompromising. It harmonised well enough with the rest of the buildings, most of which had been there since the late seventeenth century. New Quad comprised twelve independent staircases of three storeys over connecting basements — in the traditional manner. But while there were four bed-sitting rooms on every landing, each grouping of rooms was clustered around a shower room, lavatory, and a small kitchen, built into the centre core — which provided a considerable improvement on tradition.

			‘Don’t you find this diverting?’ Clair’s bare legs were making energetic cycling motions in the air. They were well-shaped legs, like the rest of her body. She was a big girl and well proportioned. She wore her auburn hair long, usually pulled back in a pony-tail as it was now, away from her well-nourished, pretty face. Her mouth was generous; the eyes were large, brown and mischievous. ‘If you mean do I find it sexy, yes I do. And only a bit lewd,’

			Steven answered from the alcove at the back of the room where there was hanging space for clothes.

			‘Pig.’ But the word came out as a near endearment. ‘And nobody can see me, in case you’re bothered.’

			‘So all the people I sold the tickets to will want their money back? Shame.’

			The long windows in New Quad made the ground and first-floor windows easy to see into from the quadrangle. Clair’s own room was on the top landing of the same staircase. It had a similar aspect but a longer view over rooftops.

			Like Steven, Clair had just finished her second year at the university. She was studying English, not very successfully; Steven was expected to get a first-class degree in Law. She came from a Home Counties, monied background, and private schooling; he had been to a comprehensive school in West Yorkshire.

			Steven was tall and fair, a bit skinny, with a strong chin and a studious expression.

			The two, both twenty, believed they were very much in love. They had long-term plans to marry — despite being politically incompatible: Steven was a Tory.

			‘Don’t you think these are good, child-bearing loins?’ Clair was now strenuously lifting and lowering her pelvis, bent legs wide apart: she was breathing hard from the effort.

			‘I don’t know. Anatomy specimens are usually ungirded.’ ‘Want to do something about that?’

			‘Not now. You going to do any work today?’ he asked pointedly while vigorously brushing his very straight hair.

			‘Of course.’

			Clair had been directed by her tutor to stay an extra month in college to revise the work she had skimped in the previous year. The instruction had suited her because Steven was just beginning a six-week job helping to computer-index the possessions of the Theodore P Moneybuckle Architectural Endowment — otherwise known as the Moneybuckle — which was housed directly opposite All Saints on the west side of St Giles. As well as his salary, the Moneybuckle was paying for the vacation use of Steven’s college room. He was far from informed about the Moneybuckle’s treasures, but he happened to be adept at cross-referencing by computer.

			The pay from the work meant Steven could join Clair later on a trip to Turkey: she was well enough off to pay both their expenses — but she knew better than even to suggest that she should. ‘It’s the start of the two-day event at the Moneybuckle. The governors’ annual knees up,’ said Steven, coming into the centre of the room just as a glowing Clair had got to her feet. They kissed, but only in passing — she was pulling on a short bathrobe at the time.

			‘Did you bring in the coffee? Oh goody.’ She poured some for herself, then curled up with it on the narrow bed. ‘And will you have all the governors peering over your shoulder, to see you’re doing the job right?’

			‘Shouldn’t think so.’ He went to the small desk to sort some books. ‘Most of them won’t know a personal computer from a pig’s cranium.’

			‘So did you get the inside dirt on the Moneybuckle? About the grasping founder?’

			‘I knew that already. I told you, Moneybuckle was a nineteenth-century banker and philanthropist.’

			‘Yes, American.’

			‘But an Anglophile who spent a lot of time in England.’ ‘Salving his conscience and improving his image by giving away the profits of usury. Or some of them.’ Clair claimed to be a socialist, much to the irritation of an enduringly indulgent, wealthy father.

			‘He gave away quite a lot, actually. Housed the poor. Built churches, hospitals and schools. Here and in the States. He was a devout Episcopalian.’

			‘And a regular little one man welfare state.’

			‘He believed in self-help and private benevolence for the helpless. Just like today’s Tory Party.’ Steven swung back on his chair, smirking ahead of the expected scandalised reaction.

			‘A do-gooder. A creepy paternalist who probably used charity for tax avoidance. Well the Oxford needy couldn’t have got much nourishment from the Architectural Endowment. It’s a terrible building too.’

			‘The Endowment was different from everything else. Moneybuckle used a lot of architects to design his churches and other buildings. When some of them moaned to him that there wasn’t an Oxford Chair in Architecture he offered to fund one. The university authorities weren’t keen—’

			‘The subject being too plebeian for Oxford. Typical,’ Clair interrupted.

			‘I expect that’s about true. But remember this was around eighteen-sixty.’

			‘So instead of the Theodore P Moneybuckle Professorship in Architecture— ?’

			‘Oxford got a gothic building, not to your taste. Also a magnificent architectural library, archive and collection of drawings to go in the building. A lesser collection of pictures. Oh, and enough money to pay the upkeep for ever. That included a Custodian and staff.’

			‘But it’s still not part of the university?’

			‘That’s right. It’s independent, but open to all accredited students from recognised places of learning. It does have special relations with All Saints College. According to the Moneybuckle’s constitution, one of the governors has to be a senior member of the college. And once a year the college lays on a dinner for the governors, on the night before their annual meeting. That’s tonight. The Moneybuckle foots the bill, of course, and the cost of putting up the governors in college overnight.’

			‘Because they’re too drunk to go anywhere else?’

			‘Not all of them stay in college. Some live in Oxford anyway.’ ‘So how d’you get to be a governor?’ Clair drained her coffee mug after she spoke, and shifted her position on the bed.

			‘The board of governors is self-perpetuating. When one dies the rest elect a replacement.’

			‘For life? Are they paid?’

			‘I think quite a lot retire, and they’re unpaid. They have to be British or American, members of the Anglican Communion, and one has to be a clergyman. They all have to be graduates of Oxford or Harvard.’

			‘Theodore P Moneybuckle being a well-born graduate of both, of course?’

			‘Of neither originally. He was self-made. Didn’t go to a university, but he was given honorary degrees by Oxford and Harvard late in life.’

			Clair frowned at the inconvenient news of the mountebank Moneybuckle’s humble origins. ‘So what do the governors do?’

			‘They meet once a year to hear from the Moneybuckle’s Custodian. He reports on the finances, any fresh acquisitions, anything they’ve loaned out in the year.’

			‘Like the drawing that went to Peking and got burned yesterday?’

			‘Suppose so. The governors also have to decide on making grants out of surplus funds to other learned bodies.’

			‘Like?’

			‘Well there are four other collections of architectural drawings in Oxford alone. And a lot more across the country. The owners aren’t usually as well off as the Moneybuckle.’

			‘And who told you all this?’

			‘The lovely Edith Norn, over a sandwich lunch yesterday. She’s the Assistant Custodian.’

			‘Is she really lovely?’

			‘Depends on your tastes.’

			‘I was thinking more of yours.’

			‘She’s short, dark, and quite pretty. Also very intelligent, and very underpaid.’

			‘What about her boss? Moneybuckle’s Custodian?’

			‘Mr Westerly? I met him when they hired me. He’s not pretty.’ ‘Very funny.’ She hurled a cushion at him, which he caught and nursed in his lap. ‘Is he underpaid as well?’

			‘I’ve no idea. Very possibly. Edith says both jobs were meant to be sinecures. For architectural historians who need a basic income to cover them while they’re writing books.’

			‘And is that what they both do?’

			‘It’s what Mr Westerly seems to do. That’s according to Edith Norn. She says she’s too busy running the place. But she does have a doctor’s thesis on the go.’ He paused before adding diffidently, ‘She was on the phone in the afternoon to a boyfriend. I heard them.’

			‘You listened in? For shame.’

			‘Couldn’t help it. I’m in the next room to her. I think she’d forgotten I was there. She has a right penetrating voice.’

			‘So, was there a lot of heavy breathing?’

			‘I didn’t hear any. It was someone she called darling a lot. And he’s got a wife.’

			‘Who doesn’t understand him?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Steven paused. ‘I think he may be one of the Moneybuckle governors though.’

			Not the clergyman? Imagine what Theodore P Moneybuckle would have said?’
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